[Relations between ethnicity and child malnutrition in rural Benin].
Relations between ethnicity and child malnutrition in rural Benin. In a therapeutic feeding center in northern Benin, we found disparities between the three main ethnic groups in the proportions of children hospitalized; undernutrition seemed more frequent and severe in the Gando than in the Bariba and the Fulani groups. This survey sought to identify risk factors for malnutrition. We used a standardized questionnaire to interview women from these three groups, all with a child aged 5 years or younger. The study included 165 mothers from the three main ethnic groups, 62 of whom had weaned a child. Children from the Bariba group seemed to have access to better sanitary and nutritional conditions than those from the Gando and Fulani groups: higher quality water (from boreholes), more frequent access to latrines, higher usage of bed nets, higher likelihood of birth in a medicalized environment, early breastfeeding, and progressive and voluntary weaning. During and after weaning, children from the Fulani group received more milk-based food than the other groups. In the Fulani group, therefore, the supply of milk of animal origin may compensate for some less favorable practices related to childbirth and breastfeeding. We identified several factors, probably influenced by socioeconomic and cultural conditions, that probably affect child undernutrition. Sanitary and nutritional education programs should be conducted to target specific ethnic groups of this region.